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M E M O R A N D U M 
 
DATE:  March 16, 2011 
 
TO:  Policy Committee 
 
FROM:  Melissa C. Brown, Zoning Administrator 
 
SUBJECT: Exterior Signs 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
Introduction  
Exterior signage is referenced in Sections 24-65 through 24-78 of the zoning ordinance.  The intent of the 
ordinance is to regulate exterior signage in a way that ensures the equitable distribution of public space for 
the purpose of communication while protecting the health, safety and general welfare of the community.  
More specifically, these regulations should protect property values, protect the historic and natural 
character of the community, protect the safety of the traveling public and pedestrians, and promote the 
creation of an attractive and harmonious community.   
Exterior signage directly contributes to perceived community character.   Over time, new alternatives in 
material and lighting make it necessary to review existing regulations for consistency with purpose and 
compatibility with installation standards.  Considering that some of these changes may benefit both the 
property owner and the community, staff has reviewed the existing regulations and recommends the 
following changes. 
 
Discussion Items 
 

1. History  
- March 1, 1969 – Adoption of Zoning Ordinance. 
- December 22, 1998 – Sign ordinance takes current form. 
- December 11, 2001 – Language added addressing signage in Industrial areas. 
- June 27, 2006 – Amended to add language for special signs in Mixed Use district. 
- June 22, 2010 – Amended to address building-face signage in Mixed Use district. 
 

2. Comprehensive Plan GSAs, public input, and PC and BOS direction  
  

- The Comprehensive Plans states, “Signage should be of a scale, size, color and material to 
complement the historic character of the area.” 

- Members of the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors have expressed interest in 
reviewing standards for directional signage and nontraditional illumination styles such as 
digital and animated signage to ensure that they are permitted on a very limited basis. 

- Considerable public comment has been received regarding the location of signage in and 
near roadways that contributes to visual clutter.   
 

3. Review Section 24-70(d) Sign lighting for freestanding signs to ensure the incorporation of 
current industry materials and construction standards. 

 
- Section 24-70(d), Sign lighting, addresses illuminated signs on Community Character 

Corridors and in Community Character Areas.  The ordinance permits external,  ground-
mounted lighting concealed by landscaping in these areas.  Internal illumination is 
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permitted with the Planning Director’s approval when the sign is channel-lettered or 
back-lit.   

- The sign ordinance was amended in 2006 to permit sign-mounted lighting in Mixed Use 
districts after receiving a request from the Newtown Development Review Board.   
Expanding the option for sign-mounted lighting to other zoning districts will provide 
additional options for sign design to the property owner and increase the degree to 
which light trespass can be addressed during permit review.   

- This type of lighting fixture is already permitted in other localities that share James City 
County’s identity as a historic place such as the City of Williamsburg and the City of 
Charlottesville.   

 
4. Review Section 24-73(d) Sign location for freestanding signs to ensure that the needs of the 

property owner are met while preserving community character. 
 

- Section 24 – 73(d), Signs on corner lots, requires such signs to be no closer than 50 feet 
to the corner of the lot.  This setback can be reduced by the Zoning Administrator when 
the owner can prove that visibility is not limited by the sign location.  Under no 
circumstances can the setback be reduced to less than five feet except when the signage 
is located in a Mixed Use district.  The ability to reduce the setback to less than five feet 
in all districts would permit greater sign visibility and reduce the need for additional 
signage on the roadway.   
 

5. Review requirements for directional signage to ensure that the intended purpose is achieved 
while preventing visual clutter. 

 
- Directional signage is addressed in Section 24-73(e), Special regulations for certain 

signs.  There are three requirements that proposed signage must meet in order to 
qualify under special regulations.   

1. The sign must be necessary to permit vehicular traffic to locate distinctive 
places of historical significance, businesses, campgrounds, industries and 
residential areas or other activities which are located off state primary 
roads. 

2. The sign must indicate only the name, direction and distance to the business 
location.   

3. The sign cannot exceed ten square feet in area. 
- The Zoning Administrator can approve signs that meet these requirements at their 

discretion.   
- There are no limitations on number of signs or mounting structure referenced in this 

section.  Further limiting the requirements by restricting the number of signs that may 
be requested and identifying the mounting structure that would be most appropriate 
will increase uniformity in the appearance of these signs and reduce visual clutter along 
the right-of-way.   

- Sign height should be addressed clearly as it relates to directional signage. 
- Staff recommends permitting no more than four directional signs to be granted by the 

Zoning Administrator and limiting the type of mounting structure to pole mounted 
signage.  
 

6. Clarify definition for flashing signage to exclude digital, gas-pricing signage. 
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- Section 24-66, Definitions, defines a flashing sign as “an illuminated sign on which the 
artificial or reflected light is not maintained stationary or constant in intensity and/or 
color at all times when in use, and whose intermittent or sequential lights are used 
primarily to attract attention. Any sign which revolves or moves, whether illuminated or 
not, shall be considered a flashing sign. Signs which display only the time of day and 
temperature shall not be considered a flashing sign.” 

- Section 24-73(m), Digital and LED signage, permits digital or LED signs that may be 
changed to reflect changes in gas pricing.  There is some conflict between these sections 
since digital or LED signage is not excluded for this purpose. 

- Staff recommends adding language to the exclusions exempting changeable, digital LED 
fuel pricing signs when permitted in accordance with 24-73(m). 

 
7. Solutions and policy options  

 
-  Amend Section  24-70(d) to permit sign mounted lighting when bulbs, lenses and globes 

are not visible from the right-of-way and light is directed in such a way to not cast glare 
on adjacent properties. 

- Amend Section 24-73(d) to permit reductions to less than five feet from the property 
line when the applicant can demonstrate that line of sight for motorists is not affected 
and such location maintains consistency with surrounding signage. 

- Amend Section 24-73(e) to limit the number of directional signs to three and to limit the 
signs to pole mounted structures of no more than 7 feet in height. 

- Add language to the exclusions listed in the definition for flashing sign exempting 
changeable, digital LED fuel pricing when permitted in accordance with 24-73(m). 

 
8. Staff recommendation 

 
- Staff recommends amending the ordinance to address the suggestions outlined 

above. 
 

Conclusion 
Staff recommends that the Policy Committee support the revisions proposed to Article II.  Exterior 
Signs. 
 


